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Summary: 
Existing macro level research on the new venture creation process recognises the 
entrepreneur as a central agent in the process yet generally avoids, at each stage of the 
process, an examination of the micro level psychological behaviour of the individual 
entrepreneur. By integrating two theoretical approaches to entrepreneurship research, the 
psychology of the entrepreneur and the entrepreneurship process, this paper examines, using 
content analysis, the language used by new venture founders in documents directly linked to 
their capital raising activity. The study examined the language of 108 offer documents 
(information memorandum’s) which were divided between 54 new ventures that were 
successful in raising capital and 54 new ventures that either did not proceed further or were 
not successful in raising capital through the Australian Small Scale Offerings Board. 
Specifically, we were interested in examining the level of optimism evident in these 
narratives given that entrepreneurs have been previously described in the literature as being 
excessively optimistic. 
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Introduction 
Entrepreneurs have been variously described as positive and creative (Baron & Tang, 2011), 
passionate (Cardon, Wincent, Singh,&Drnovsek, 2009), confident (Koellinger,Minniti, 
&Schade, 2007), optimistic (Hmieleski& Baron, 2009), motivated by achievement (Stewart 
& Roth, 2007), resilient (Shepherd, 2003), and committed risk takers (Simon & Houghton, 
2003). Arguably such positive affect in entrepreneurs is necessary given the likelihood that 
just over half of all commencing new ventures will fail (Knaup, 2005). Previous authors have 
suggested that entrepreneurs require “the application of energy and passion towards the 
creation and implementation of ideas and creative solutions. Essential ingredients include the 
willingness to take calculated risks… the vision to recognize opportunity where others see 
chaos, contradiction and confusion” (Kuratko & Hodgetts, 2004, pg. 30). We thus find it 
paramount that research attention continues to focus on exploring realistic ways that assist 
entrepreneurs to redress this high rate of new venture failure.  
This paper seeks to explore the language used by entrepreneurs in the offer documents that 
have been prepared to attract and secure investment in their new or early stage ventures. 
Specifically, we examine the level of optimism that is evident in the narratives that 
entrepreneurs use to describe the business opportunity they are presenting to investors. Whilst 
we are focused explicitly on the individual entrepreneur, in creating new venture success we 
do recognise that the new venture creation process is a complex interplay between the 
environment, the individual founder, the organisation, and the process adopted (Gartner, 
1985). Nevertheless, in spite of such complexity, entrepreneurship theory and research has 
generally found that there is a close interconnection between the role of the founder or 
individual entrepreneur and the new venture’s success or failure (Davidsson, et al., 2008). As 
cited recently by Baron and Tang (2011, p.50), just over forty years ago Baumol (1968) 
maintained that “trying to understand entrepreneurship without the entrepreneur is like trying 
to understand Shakespeare without Hamlet”. Accordingly, we continue to try and understand 
the entrepreneur by empirically examining the notion that entrepreneurs are optimistic and 
that their level of optimism is reflected in the language and the narratives that they use to 
describe their business opportunity and invite investors into their business. 
Literature Review 
In exploring the level of optimism evident in entrepreneur narratives, we adopt the following 
new venture definition: “a new venture is the end result of the process of creating and 
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organising a new business that develops, produces, and markets products or services to 
satisfy unmet market needs for the purposes of profit and growth” (Chrisman, Bauerschmidt, 
& Hofer, 1999, p.6), with founders being the individual entrepreneurs directly attributable to 
the formation of the venture. A new venture is thus often considered to be ‘new’ until it 
reaches the stage described in many new venture lifecycle models as maturity (Chrisman, et 
al., 1999). Importantly, for this study, the definition is sufficiently broad to include ventures 
that, although established, may have not yet reached maturity. The new ventures examined in 
the current paper meet such criteria.  
Defining the new venture 
Elaborating on the phases of new ventures Shane and Venkataraman proposed a model of 
entrepreneurship (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000) that identified three distinct processes: the 
existence and discovery of entrepreneurial opportunities; the decision to exploit 
entrepreneurial opportunities; and modes of exploitation.  Fundamentally they argued that in 
order to have entrepreneurship, opportunities needed to both exist and then be recognised or 
discovered. Once discovered, an explicit decision to develop the opportunity needs to occur, 
together with the recognition that there are varying ways in which opportunity development 
can be enacted. Additionally the establishment and development of new ventures is dynamic 
and non linear. Whilst Shane and Venkataraman’s conceptual model suggest three distinct 
stages in the process, the reality of new ventures is that these discrete stages can be 
intertwined and are often overlapping occurring in different sequences as the opportunity and 
new venture develops.  A model adopted by Timmons (Timmons & Spinelli, 2009) illustrates 
how this process operates in reality. 
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The Timmons model captures the triangulation required between the opportunity, resources 
and the team to make it happen. This model clearly articulates a focus on the entrepreneur to 
maintain an appropriate balance or tension between the various elements of the process. 
Similarly, Shane and Venkataraman’s conceptual framework focusing on entrepreneurship as 
a process maintains that the entrepreneur is the central agent in the process through discovery 
or recognition of the opportunity, the decision to exploit and develop the opportunity, and the 
ways in which the opportunity is able to and is exploited. Accordingly, to be eligible for 
inclusion in the current study, the entrepreneur must have moved the new venture sufficiently 
along the new venture creation process to have matured an idea and have developed a viable 
business plan that provides the basis for an offer document eligible for presentation to 
independent investors. 
Enter the entrepreneur 
In entrepreneurship research the impact that the founder, or entrepreneur, has on the new 
venture creation process cannot be understated. The reality of many new ventures is that the 
performance of the venture is closely linked to the behaviour of the founder because of the 
strong emotional and behavioural bond between the founder and their venture (Coelho, De 
Meza, & Reyniers, 2004). The significance of the emotion of the individual entrepreneur is 
persuasively acknowledged in Cardon, Wincent, Singh and Drnovsek’s (2009) conceptual 
paper. The authors have claimed that research attention must be directed towards 
understanding the passion of the entrepreneur to facilitate a deeper understanding of the 
nature of the relationship between the entrepreneur and the success of the new venture. 
Cardon et al.’s proposed focus on exploring the emotion of the founder resonates with 
previous research which has demonstrated that founder motivation for starting new ventures 
is more closely aligned with non monetary rewards (Alstete, 2008), and that entrepreneurs are 
passionate about their business pursuit (Dosi & Lovallo, 1997). Such a strong emotional 
foundation for the individual embarking on an entrepreneurial journey further personalises 
the relationship between the new venture and the founder and suggests that to fully 
understand the success or failure of a new venture that the behaviour and emotion of the 
individual entrepreneur needs to be analysed. 
The importance of examining the emotion of the new venture founder has been articulated in 
both conceptual and empirical entrepreneurship research (e.g., Cardon et al., 2009, Hmieleski 
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& Baron, 2009). Theoretically, emotion and passion based explanations have been used to 
reason why new venture founders display behaviours such as unconventional risk taking, 
extreme focus intensity, and an unwavering belief in his or her dream (Cardon et al., 2009). 
Positive emotional states such as optimism, hope and resiliency have been reported in 
empirical research of successful leaders of high-technology new ventures (Peterson, 
Walumbwa, Byron, & Myrowitz, 2009), whilst the pursuit of a new venture in the face of 
daunting obstacles is suggested by Hmieleski and Baron (2009) to be the result of the 
individual entrepreneur being high in dispositional optimism. Moreover previous empirical 
evidence has found that dispositional optimism is a defining characteristic of entrepreneurs 
involved in founding new ventures (Cooper, Woo, & Dunkelberg, 1988). 
However, the generally perceived positive emotions of passion and high levels of 
dispositional optimism within the entrepreneur pose a tension, and are potentially both a 
benefit and also a burden for entrepreneurial success. Excessive levels of optimism may lead 
to a negative impact on new venture success. Scholars have argued that simply possessing a 
great passion for a new venture and having dispositional optimism does not guarantee new 
venture success (Crane & Crane, 2007). Indeed, empirical research has found that 
entrepreneurs have expressed high levels of optimism irrespective of their preparedness to 
lead the venture (Cooper, et al., 1988). Hmieleski and Baron’s (2009) recent research, 
adopting a social cognitive perspective, found that entrepreneur optimism negatively 
impacted on new venture performance. Hmieleski and Baron have thus recommended that 
more research attention needs to be directed towards exploring the influence of individual 
entrepreneur emotional states, such as optimism, on new venture performance.  
Entrepreneur optimism 
Given that new ventures often emerge in new or previously unexplored markets, developing 
new products and technologies that may not have historical market or evidence bases from 
which to found decisions (Coelho et al., 2004, Ottesen & Gronhaug, 2006), positive 
emotional states such as optimism may provide the new venture founder with the necessary 
expectation of achieving desirable outcomes (Carver & Scheier, 2005). Entrepreneurs have 
reportedly demonstrated a greater tendency towards excessive optimism in comparison with 
non-entrepreneurs (Ucbasaran, Westhead, Wright, & Flores, 2010). Therefore, positive 
psychological emotions such as optimism may be critical in providing the motivating 
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behaviour to enable the individual entrepreneur to persist through the opportunity discovery, 
evaluation and exploitation phases of the new venture process.  
Concomitantly, there also appears to be a potential downside to an excessive level of 
entrepreneurial optimism. Excessive optimism in the entrepreneur has been suggested by 
some scholars to be the primary reason for the high incidence of new venture failure (Gartner, 
2005). The challenge with excessive optimism is that it may contribute to poor or irrational 
decision making (Palich & Dagby, 1995). Given that many new venture founders have a lack 
of experience or contextual information regarding the venture and of markets, excessive 
optimism may accordingly permit the development of ineffective behaviours such as 
‘unchecked fantasising’ (Coelho et al., 2004, p.397). Decisions and actions may be made or 
taken without reference to a clear perspective or an understanding of reality. This can 
negatively impact on new ventures in a number of ways and may include difficulty in 
securing financial support or the necessary physical and human resources to ensure venture 
success.  
From a financing perspective Landier and Thesmar (2005, p.1) suggest that “optimists self 
select into short term debt whilst those with a more realist orientation self select long term 
debt”. The excessive optimism of new venture founders may therefore contribute to the loss 
of appetite by major new venture sector financiers, and could have significant implications 
for future economic growth. The findings of research by Puri and Robinson (2007) support 
the hesitance of the financial sector, with the extreme optimists in their study displaying 
financial habits that were not considered prudent. Given that the funding provided by way of 
venture capitalists is extremely limited, the ability to encourage and provide more effective 
confidence to financiers in a boarder sense is critically important. This would include 
alternate capital raising platforms such as the Australian Small Scale Offerings Board 
(ASSOB). Palich and Bagby (1995) found that excessive optimism by entrepreneurs lead to 
an underestimation of the riskiness of their venture. Once again these findings support the 
need for more research investigating the notion of excessive optimistic behaviour in 
entrepreneurs. 
Theoretically, optimism has been described and assessed in a number of ways including links 
to mood and morale, tenacity and perseverance, effective problem solving, personal and 
business success (Luthans, 2002; Peterson, 2006; Seligman, 2006). Using Seligman’s 
explanatory style definition, an optimist is defined as someone who expects positive and 
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desirable events in the future, as opposed to a pessimist who constantly has negative thoughts 
and expects undesirable things to happen. Psychological research further asserts that 
optimism exists on a continuum, and thus different levels of optimism may be observed. 
Interestingly, although differences may exist in optimism levels, the boundary between what 
is realistic and what is excessive in optimism is still unclear (Schneider, 2001).  
Optimism is argued to have both state and trait aspects (Kluemper, Little, & DeGroot, 2009). 
Trait optimism refers to stable individual levels of optimism that are generally exhibited, 
whereas state based optimism is that which is influenced by contextual or situational factors. 
The recognition that optimism has state characteristics is important, as potentially negative 
influences through excessive optimism may be managed and reduced (Seligman, 2006). 
Therefore, if excessive optimism is identified in entrepreneurs then intervention programs can 
be designed to facilitate the development of realistic levels of optimism within these new 
venture founders. 
Given the likelihood of new venture failure, it is clear that entrepreneurs or new venture 
founders need to have an optimistic perspective to direct and maintain their motivation (Lowe 
& Ziedonis, 2006). However, there is perhaps a difference between a level of optimism that is 
appropriate to motivate and direct entrepreneurial effort and a level of optimism fuelled by 
the founder’s passion for his or her venture which could be considered excessive and 
contribute to poor business decisions. In short, we suggest that realistic optimism may have 
positive consequences for the new venture creation process and ultimately improve the 
chance of new venture success, whereas excessive optimism may be linked to excessive risk 
taking and poor decision making and thus may have the opposite effect on the new venture 
outcome and negatively impact new venture success. 
Examining the level of optimism evident in the narratives provided by the entrepreneur in the 
early stage of their new venture provides an important first step in understanding the 
existence of excessive optimism in entrepreneurs. The ability to both generate a better 
understanding of entrepreneurial optimism and to provide techniques and tools that assist 
with the management of optimism could have a significant economic and social impact 
through the extended survival rate and growth of new ventures. 
New venture offer documents (business plans) 
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For the new venture founder an important vehicle for introducing potential investors and 
other stakeholders to their business opportunity is the business plan or a specific document 
developed from the business plan aimed at informing and attracting potential investors, 
described herein  as the offer document. Successful offer documents are often the generated 
outcome of a comprehensive process of identifying a business idea, the initial incubation, 
screening and critique of the idea, followed by a thorough feasibility analysis and plan for 
establishing and growing the business (Barringer, 2009). For the new venture founder, the 
business plan is thus a critical tool for attracting investors or partners and essential for their 
entrepreneur’s goal of establishing and growing their enterprise. For this reason analysing the 
choices that the entrepreneurs have made regarding the language content and the tone of the 
messages within these documents will provide valuable insight into entrepreneurial optimism. 
 The Australian Small Scale Offerings Board (ASSOB) is an alternate capital raising platform 
used by new and early stage ventures as a way of raising equity capital in Australia. ASSOB 
provides a way in which venture founders are able to promote their offering to potential 
investors. Operating under Australian securities and companies legislation, the ASSOB 
platform provides entrepreneurial ventures, an alternative capital raising method outside, 
friends, family, business angels, venture capitalists and other funding sources. Listing on the 
platform requires an offer document, which not only describes the business opportunity and 
the nature of the venture, but also, importantly meets Australian Securities requirements in 
respect of disclosure and compliance. 
Content analysis of offer documents 
An advanced computer-aided content analysis program, DICTION 6.0 (Hart & Carroll, 
2010), was adopted for analysing the large volume of text contained within the new venture 
offer documents that form the basis of the narrative material examined in this study. 
Although social science research has used content analysis to examine narrative texts for 
many purposes including editorial topics in newspapers, themes in popular songs, or trends in 
advertising (Neuman, 1994), content analysis, particularly of long documents, is arduous and 
ensuring reliability difficult (Short & Palmer, 2008). Computer-aided content analysis has 
been recommended for coding and analysis of documents frequently used in management 
research to ensure “better reliability, improved stability and great comparability of results” 
(Morris, 1994, p. 903). DICTION 6.0 is a “computerised language analysis program that 
examines a text with a large and consistent set of search routines” (Hart & Lind, 2010). The 
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software has been successfully used in numerous published empirical works including the 
analysis of mission statement language (Short & Palmer, 2008) and leadership 
communication style (Bligh & Hess, 2007; Seyranian & Bligh, 2008). 
Method 
Participants 
The final sample of offer documents included for computer-aided content analysis in the 
study were a subset of the total number of offer documents submitted to the Australian Small 
Scale Offerings Board (ASSOB). ASSOB is a capital raising platform designed for 
generating investment into unlisted companies (www.assob.com.au) and is thus an important 
source of capital for new venture founders. The offer documents analysed were a purposely-
selected subset of all offer documents submitted during the period 2006 to 2011. The 
business proposals received by ASSOB were from variety of industries with all business 
opportunities meeting Chrisman et al.’s (1995) definition of a ‘new venture’.  
The final sample consisted of 108 new ventures that either successfully raised capital (n=54) 
or were unsuccessful in raising capital (n=54). In respect of the unsuccessful group, the 
definition of unsuccessful were those ventures that submitted offer documents, that either did 
not proceed to listing on the ASSOB platform, or they failed to raise any capital.  The final 
sample was reduced from an initial purposively selected sample of 123 offer documents after 
removal of several documents where the electronic files had become corrupted, the exclusion 
of offer documents that were incomplete, and the deletion of documents that were duplicated 
or were a substitution to an earlier version of the offer document. It is important to note that 
this was a subset of all the offer documents presented to ASSOB for listing on their platform, 
rather than an analysis of every offer document ASSOB received.  
The complete final sample of 108 new venture proposals was then imported into the 
DICTION 6.0 software for computer-aided content analysis. The 54 offer documents that 
were successful in raising capital varied in length from 6,239 to 78,157 words (m=14,157) 
and incorporated businesses that were successful in raising equity capital of between 
$A25,000 and $A3,439,270 (m=$A509,278). The comparison group of 54 offer documents 
that were unsuccessful in proceeding to listing or raising capital varied in length from 5,488 
words to 35,567 (m=12,037). 
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Measures and Procedure 
As content analysis was used in the current study, the unit of analysis for determining the 
level of optimism in the offer documents were the specific words and phrases that combine to 
create meaning in the text (Neuman, 1994). As there were 108 offer documents to be 
analysed and these documents varied significantly in length (5,000 words to 78,000 words), a 
computer-aided content analysis system was necessary to facilitate a reliable and effective 
process. The DICTION 6.0 (Hart & Lind, 2010) software package was adopted as it was 
designed by a communications researcher and offers management researchers an advantage 
as the program relies on word counts based on linguistic theory, thus combining the benefits 
of a word-count system with that of artificial intelligence systems (Short & Palmer, 2008).  
The software package contains 31 predefined dictionaries with over 10,000 search words that 
are subsequently used for lexical analysis and the creation of five ‘master’ variables (Hart & 
Lind, 2010). The ‘master’ variables include: certainty or language indicating resoluteness, 
inflexibility, completeness and authority; optimism or language endorsing or highlight the 
positive aspects of some person, group or event; activity language that features movement, 
change and the implementation of ideas; realism or language describing tangible, immediate 
and recognisable matters; and commonality or language that highlights agreed upon values, 
cooperation, and rapport. Hart and Lind (2010) maintain that when taken together the five 
measures provide a general understanding of the text. Given the interest of the current study 
in identifying the language of optimism of entrepreneurs the sophistication of the DICTION 
6.0 system to generate a score for such a variable is beneficial. Short and Palmer (2010) 
further suggest that DICTION is well suited to the analysis of narratives and texts within 
management research.  
Two distinct DICTION output files were created. One output file was created for the 54 offer 
documents that successfully generated capital through the ASSOB platform, and another 
output file created for the 54 offer documents that were unsuccessful in raising capital via 
ASSOB. As the documents varied considerably in length, the selection of the ‘unsegmented’ 
option was requested to ensure that all of the text within the offer documents was analysed. 
Once the DICTION 6.0 qualitative output was generated, the data was imported into SPSS 
(PASW Statistics 18) for additional quantitative analysis. For the 54 offer documents that 
were successful in raising capital, the additional data including the total capital raised via the 
ASSOB platform was added to the data file prior to analysis in SPSS. Descriptive and 
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inferential statistical analysis then followed using the DICTION 6.0 master variables of 
Activity, Optimism, Certainty, Realism, and Commonality, the total amount of capital raised, 
and the length of the offer document (using total word count) as a potential covariate in the 
analysis. 
Results 
New ventures successfully raising capital 
Correlations for DICTION master variables (Activity, Optimism, Certainty, Realism, 
Commonality), the total amount of capital raised, and the length of the offer document (using 
total word count) are displayed in Table 1. The figures demonstrate that there are no 
correlations between the master variables, the length of the offer document or the amount of 
capital raised. This suggests that the optimistic language used in the offer document was not a 
determining factor in whether the new venture was successful in achieving the generation of 
investment capital. 
Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations (SD), for DICTION master variables, total capital raised, and 
offer document length for new ventures successful in raising capital. 
Variable Mean 
(SD) 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 
1. Activity 49.28 
(0.75) 
      
2. Optimism 50.34 
(1.06) 
-.008      
3. Certainty 100.02 
(27.56) 
.438 .073     
4. Realism 50.08 
(1.07) 
.090 .042 .116    
5. Commonality 50.72 
(1.35) 
-.047 .087 .150 .062   
6. Capital Raised 509,278 
(575,576) 
-.041 -.075 .197 .212 .041  
7. Word Count 14,157 
(11,480) 
-.280 -.331 -.411 -.115 -.388 .022 
N = 54. * p < .05,  ** p < .001 
 
As the optimism DICTION master variable is comprised of a formula linking the standardised 
scores for the positive optimistic language of praise, satisfaction and inspiration less the 
scores for the negative optimistic langue of blame, hardship and denial, Table 2 provides the 
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correlations of these subscales and the total amount of capital raised and the length of the 
offer document (using total word count). 
Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations (SD), for DICTION subscales of Optimism, total capital raised, 
and offer document length for new ventures successful in raising capital. 
Variable Mean 
(SD) 
1. 2. 3. 
1. Positive Optimism 
(praise, satisfaction & inspiration) 
2.05 
(.79) 
   
2. Negative Optimism 
(blame, hardship & denial) 
1.37 
(1.13) 
.517**   
3. Capital Raised 509,278 
(575,576) 
-.070 -.032  
4. Word Count 14,157 
(11,480) 
-.605** -.704** .022 
N = 54. * p < .05,  ** p < .001 
 
The results in Table 2 suggest that there is a significant relationship between the positive and 
negative optimistic language identified within the texts, and that the shorter the text the less 
likely the text was to reflect such optimistic language. As with the previous correlation matrix 
in Table 1, the level of optimistic language was not related to the level of capital raised 
through the offer document. 
New ventures unsuccessful in raising capital 
Correlations for DICTION master variables (Activity, Optimism, Certainty, Realism, 
Commonality), and the length of the offer document (using total word count) are displayed in 
Table 3. The figures demonstrate that the language of optimism correlates with the language 
of realism in these documents.  
Table 3 
Means, Standard Deviations (SD), for DICTION master variables and offer document length 
for new ventures unsuccessful in raising capital. 
Variable Mean 
(SD) 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 
1. Activity 49.29 
(0.81) 
     
2. Optimism 50.37 
(1.18) 
.119     
3. Certainty 97.54 
(25.50) 
.352** .262    
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4. Realism 50.39 
(1.11) 
.003 .339* .287*   
5. Commonality 50.73 
(1.05) 
-.212 .195 -.015 .308*  
6. Word Count 12,037 
(5,989) 
-.086 -.086 .266 -.174 -.418** 
N = 54. * p < .05,  ** p < .001 
 
An identical process of dividing the DICTION master variable of optimism into the subscales 
of positive and negative optimistic language was then generated from analysis of the 54 offer 
documents that were unsuccessful in raising capital. Table 4 provides the correlations of these 
subscales and the length of the offer document (using total word count). In these documents 
only the negative optimistic language correlated negatively with the length of the document. 
Table 4 
Means, Standard Deviations (SD), for DICTION subscales of Optimism and offer document 
length for new ventures unsuccessful in raising capital. 
Variable Mean 
(SD) 
1. 2. 
1. Positive 
(praise, satisfaction & inspiration) 
6.20 
(2.21) 
  
2. Negative 
(blame, hardship & denial) 
4.67 
(1.38) 
.334*  
3. Word Count 14,157 
(11,480) 
-.226 -.273* 
N = 54. * p < .05,  ** p < .001 
 
Differences between offer documents of new ventures successful and unsuccessful in 
raising capital  
Table 5 
ANOVA Differences between new ventures successful and unsuccessful in raising capital and 
the DICTION master variables and computed Optimism subscales 
DICTION scores Successful in raising 
capital 
Unsuccessful in raising 
capital 
F 
Master variables 
   Activity 
   Optimism 
   Certainty 
   Realism 
   Commonality 
 
Optimism Subscales 
 
49.29 
50.34 
100.02 
50.08 
50.72 
 
 
 
49.29 
50.37 
97.54 
50.39 
50.73 
 
 
 
.005 
.015 
.236 
2.212 
.001 
 
.042 
14 
 
   Positive (praise, satisfaction    
   & inspiration) 
   Negative (blame, hardship &  
   denial)  
 
2.05 
 
1.37 
6.20 
 
4.67 
 
 
.635 
n.s. 
 
Discussion 
This paper provides a content analysis of the narratives created by new venture founders in 
the offer documents prepared for investors and other stakeholders. The study examined the 
language of 108 offer documents that were divided between 54 new ventures that were 
successful in raising capital and 54 new ventures that were not successful in raising capital 
through the ASSOB platform. Specifically, we were interested in examining the level of 
optimism evident in these narratives as entrepreneurs have been previously described in the 
literature as being excessively optimistic (e.g., Crane & Crane, 2007; Ucbasaran, et al., 
2010). Individuals who are overly optimistic are more likely than others to report that they 
will experience positive events in the future and less likely than others to experience negative 
events (Ucbasaran, et al., 2010). Positive emotions such as optimism have been portrayed as a 
beneficial psychological capacity and linked to effective workplace outcomes such as growth 
and a positive return on investment (Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). Deviating from this 
perspective are the findings of entrepreneurship studies suggesting that excessive 
entrepreneurial optimism has negatively impacted the performance of new ventures (e.g., 
Hmieleski & Baron, 2009).  
The language evident in the 108 new venture offer documents analysed in the current study 
demonstrates that documents are indeed dominated by positive optimistic language (Table 5). 
In all offer documents, those successful and those unsuccessful in raising capital, the positive 
optimistic language of praise, satisfaction and inspiration was substantially greater than that 
of the negative language of blame, hardship and denial. Accordingly, the entrepreneurs 
responsible for the generation of these offer documents appear to be demonstrating a great 
deal of optimism in their new venture as evident through the language that they have chosen 
to articulate to describe the opportunity. These findings support previous research that 
indicates entrepreneurs are likely to demonstrate positive emotional states such as optimism, 
hope and resiliency (Peterson, et al., 2009).  
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Interestingly, the offer documents that were unsuccessful in generating investment appeared 
to be more replete with such language in comparison with those that were successful. 
Although not statistically significant, it is interesting to note that there was a trend for offer 
documents with greater levels of positive optimistic language to be unfunded. Although the 
presence of optimistic language was not statistically related to the revenue raised from the 
offer documents, the comparison in Table 5 does indicate that the optimistic language was 
stronger in new ventures that were unable to raise capital. Perhaps these results are indicative 
of investors wary of excessively optimistic entrepreneurs. However, the results also indicate 
that the offer documents that were not successful in raising capital were also stronger in the 
negative language of blame, hardship and denial. Comparative qualitative research examining 
the prospectus statements of IPOs found insignificant relation between the content of the 
prospectus and the ability of the new venture to generate investment funding (Daily, Certo, & 
Dalton, 2005).   
Limitations and future research 
As far as the authors are aware, this is the first study to explore the language of entrepreneurs 
as expressed through new venture offer documents and is the first to do so using the 
DICTION 6.0 software. Additional qualitative analysis of the documents using alternative 
content and thematic analysis systems may therefore be warranted to validate the findings. 
The theoretical viability of the use of the DICTION 6.0 software to analyse new venture offer 
documents also requires additional consideration. In particular, we note that the new venture 
offer documents examined in our sample, in order to meet regulatory requirements, contain a 
significant amount of legal and compliance language that may artificially contribute to the 
negative optimism scores. In this study the entire offer document was analysed, rather than 
exclude such compliance statements. The authors are of the view that in future studies, 
removal of the regulatory compliance language may provide a more accurate representation 
of the optimistic language of the entrepreneur. Furthermore, further analysis of the ventures 
that were examined in this study, as to their downstream business performance could yield 
additional information into the relationship between optimism and business performance.   
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